Returning to K. S. Narayana Rao's pithy essay on the Indian English novel's "search for identity," a lightly revised version of a paper he had given to the National Council of Teachers of English in 1970, I expected to find a document of its time, largely of archival value. Rao was writing in an era-which didn't really end until well into the 1980s-when Anglophone Indian literature was largely read within the paradigm of 'Commonwealth Literature. ' The genteel inclusiveness of that paradigm was premised on the idea of English as one of a white colonial Prospero's many gifts, Anglophone writing itself a testament to the virtues of the imperial project, the disadvantages and depredations of colonial rule quietly elided in favor of the seeming ecumenicism of that house of many mansions, English Literature. The gap between literature mainly written in England, that zealously-guarded house, and Anglophone literature, very much a poor cousin, would be covered by an awning provided by the idea of the Commonwealth. A largely political formation intended to preserve British influence and trade relationships would be given a global cultural presence.
What strikes me now is both how prescient Rao was about the problems and perplexities of writing in English in his time and how much, despite the much-hyped story of a subcontinent "finding its voice" and writing comfortably in a language that it now fully accepted as its own, he anticipated the tensions, fractures, and lines of debate which shaped the Indian Anglophone novel well into the nineties. Indeed, these have yet to recede entirely. Rao begins by noting the ineluctable tension between anticolonialism and a "strong but puzzling sentimental attachment to the English language" (296). The earliest practitioners of Indian Anglophone writing would, of course, feel that tension very powerfully, but even as late as Arundhati Roy's 1997 classic The God of Small Things, the elegant confidence in wielding literary English did not preclude thematizing the tensions between rejecting Anglophilia and a deep enjoyment of the English language. It remains the case, for all the hype, that even though "the number of Indian writers who write in English is an impressive one," English-speaking Indians are a minority and the outsize global representative status of the Anglophone Indian novel must continue to be interrogated. This is not a point about authenticity but rather a question of power and the high profile of English as "a six-armed god," to use poet and novelist Vikram Seth's resonant phrase. Rao was keenly aware of questions of readership and if it is no longer the case that "the Indo-Anglian novelist has to look beyond the national boundaries"-being now assured of a readership "at home"-it nonetheless remains the case that the imprimatur of the "global" is still underwritten by the much-coveted approval of Western critics and academies. What Rao may not have foreseen is the meteoric rise of less-than-accomplished Anglophone novelists like Chetan Bhagat and the huge readership they have primarily in India with their appeal largely to the burgeoning and youthful corporate middle-classes who are largely upper-caste and Hindu.
Even as he stressed the distinctly Western origins of the Anglophone novel in India, its inevitable reliance on not only a language that was not yet quite "at home" in its Indian residence but also a form that derived from Western models, Rao was attuned to the many vernacular traditions on which the genre drew. He argues-sending genres sliding into each other with a degree of creative imprecision-that the novel "existed in Sanskrit as romance at a time when the English language was in its infancy" and points to works that were "considered standard works of fiction" (297, my emphasis). While it is true that Sanskrit words such as 'kadambari,' once used to describe fictional romances, are now used to refer to the novel form in several Indian languages, it is doubtful whether the 'novel' as such could have been said to exist in Sanskrit. Nonetheless, Rao provides a useful reminder that theories of mimicry favored by much postcolonial theory have left many questions unanswered, including and especially those of the non-European bases, sources, and lines of influence of what are routinely described as quintessentially 'Western' or 'European.' Caliban, we are reminded, may well have spoken in other, just as rich tongues as English before Prospero taught him the one that he could curse back with. For Rao, writing over two decades before theories of 'hybridity' became the most widely accepted currency of postcolonial literary studies, the petrification of Sanskrit was a direct consequence of its refusal of the "unholy wedlock" of what it considered to be "two incompatibles," including, Rao argues, compound words in which two different languages merged. This sense of hybridity as a "sin" or "ari-samasa" accounted, Rao believes, for the "undecided look" of the post-Independence Indian Anglophone novel, which "suffers for its illegitimacy" (298). Mistrusted by English critics-"Matthew Arnold in a sari"-and by English-speaking Indians, Indian English writing appeared to be doomed to a perpetual search for identity (298). Would it one day, Rao asks implicitly, become fully Indian?
Even as the twenty-first-century answer to that question must be a qualified 'yes'-English as a primary language is still very much the cultural capital of elites even as India's rapid insertion into global capitalism has made its acquisition a bread-and-butter resource for a booming service sector-some of Rao's own blind spots are telling. The 'Indian' in his elucidation of the Anglophone novel's relationship to vernacular traditions-reduced essentially to Sanskrit-is implicitly Hindu and upper-caste, indeed, Brahminical. For all that Rao is attuned to the dangers of the creation of a "snobbish" English elite "permanently isolated from the common man," his own sense of the demotic has manifest limitations determined by caste and class that are also reflected in the works of the writers he discusses-Markandaya, Anand, Raja Rao, and R. K. Narayan, three of whom are South Indian Brahmins (299). Rao is attuned, as much later criticism would be, to the specific situation of the diasporic or "expatriate" writer, but when he invokes "ancient India's wisdom and spiritual heritage" as a resource for some of them, it is clear that he has in mind a fairly narrow Hindu, Sanskrit, and upper-caste tradition (300). Elided from the discussion are the resources and identities that have, in fact, become of increasing importance to Indian literature in English and bhasha (indigenous languages): a proliferation of vital living tongues, multiple religious traditions including the Islamic, Christian, and Jewish, Dalit communities and cultures, class and labor, and gender and sexuality. (It is odd that his essay makes no mention, for instance, of pioneering Anglophone writers like G. V. Desani, Ahmed Ali, or Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain.) There is, we now realize in a way that Rao perhaps did not quite grasp despite his astute rendering of the problem of writing in English, no single "Indian voice" nor an "Indian temper and pace of thinking"; there is only a sense that in a country so complex and constitutively heterogeneous, it is not only the "Indian novel in English [that] is at a crossroads" (301, 303). Overlapping, intersecting, and intertwined crossroads are where the now seventy-one-year-old nation itself came into being, and it is these that continue to generate the most exciting literatures across its many languages, communities, and cultures. The Indian novel may speak well in English, but it does not only speak in English.
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